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The electronic jingle of slot machines behind Tess Lockhart’s bar stool reminded her of what she didn’t have – money.

She’d spent almost all her spare cash flying from Montana to Las Vegas to attend a seminar – in a last-ditch effort to discover how to make an income from the ranch she and her sisters had inherited. 

The seminar, Making Niche Streams of Income Work for Ranchers, featured experts from around the country offering ideas ranging from raising designer cattle to growing organic fruit. One session explained how to turn a farm into a thriving bed and breakfast, where visitors from all over the States would pay to experience a real slice of rural American life.

She supposed the seminar had lived up to its promises. But unfortunately, it would take more money than she and her sisters had to implement most of those ideas.

And now she sat on a bar stool in the casino, one night of freedom before her.

Tomorrow morning, she would catch the flight home to Billings, and tell her sisters that they would need to come up with another idea to save the ranch. One that wouldn’t need an influx of cash.

The burly bartender placed another white wine spritzer in front of her.

“From the guy over there.” He nodded toward the end of the bar. 

Tess’s eyes widened as she turned her head. The stranger had charcoal hair, dark brown eyes that glimmered with heat, and a sexy smile playing around the edges of his mouth. 

Dressed in smoke gray slacks, a pale blue shirt with one button undone at the neck, and a navy blazer, he looked to be in his mid-thirties. His body appeared to be fit and toned underneath the clothes, and she was sure he would be much taller than her five foot six when he stood from the bar stool. 

She hesitated. Should she accept the spritzer?

It was only a drink, she reasoned with herself. Demoralized from the seminar, she hadn’t even bothered to read the gaily decorated cocktail menu, reasoning she couldn’t afford anything fancy, and had settled for white wine diluted with club soda. Heck, she felt guilty even treating herself to a spritzer.

It had been a while since a man had looked at her like that. At twenty-nine, she’d had a few boyfriends in the past, and even a serious relationship – but even before she’d moved to the ranch, a guy looking at her with obvious interest had not happened that often.

Hesitating for another second, she picked up the drink, nodding a thank you to the man.

She’d barely taken a sip when he slid into the stool beside her.

“I’m Garth Hunter.” His voice was warm, mellow, utterly masculine, and sent a tingle of excitement through her.

“Tess,” she murmured, attempting to study him unobtrusively. He was gorgeous. There was a hint of stubble on his lower jaw, and his straight nose and high cheekbones made him ridiculously good looking. And he’d bought her a drink. 

Why?

“Nice to meet you, Tess,” he said easily. Raising his glass of amber liquid, he added, “What brings you here?”

She couldn’t help grimacing. “A seminar on living off the land. How to make your ranch more productive.”

“You didn’t enjoy it?”

She took a sip of her spritzer. “I would have enjoyed it more if I had enough money to implement even one of the ideas.”

“Maybe you could get a loan,” he suggested.

“Maybe,” she echoed doubtfully, inwardly wincing at the thought of the sky-high mortgage she and her sisters already owed to the bank. They’d missed making last month’s payment by a few days, and had been charged a late fee on top of the normal monthly sum. A sum they wouldn’t be able to afford for much longer.

She tossed back half of her spritzer and turned to him, a smile pinned on her face. “I have to go home tomorrow. Do you know anything fun I could do tonight?”

She was tired of being practical, responsible Tess. Surely one night of carefree enjoyment wasn’t too much to ask for? She’d worry about the ranch – and her sisters – tomorrow.

He smiled slowly. “I sure do, Tess.”
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A few hours later, Tess stood at the altar. 

Do I really want to go through with this?

She looked up at Garth – her groom. Her mouth dried. She couldn’t even blame the alcohol – she’d stuck to her limit of two white wine spritzers all evening. 

No, it was Garth. There was something about the man she just couldn’t resist. And so far, it seemed to be the same for him.

She had accepted her curves years ago, when no amount of dieting had seemed to shift them. Her previous long-term boyfriend hadn’t seemed to be turned off by them, although a doubt had crossed her mind when he’d dumped her for his boss’s daughter, a gorgeous reed thin redhead with brains as well. 

But that had been two years ago.

Right now, Garth’s arm was warm around her waist, his large, tanned hand resting on her curvy hip. 

After meeting in the bar, he’d taken her to an incredible magic show, the poster shouting that it was booked out, but that hadn’t deterred him. After a short conversation with the middle-aged man guarding the door and inspecting tickets, they were whisked inside and shown to the best seats in the room.

Afterward, they had visited an intimate cocktail bar in the same casino, the lighting low. They had sat in a secluded booth and just talked. And laughed. She hadn’t mentioned her money problems, or her sisters. She knew he liked pistachio ice-cream and authentic scotch whiskey, had a master’s degree in business, and was the most gorgeous guy she’d ever been attracted to, but she didn’t know what he did for a living, apart from something business related.

The most important piece of information she’d gleaned was that he was single.

She hadn’t even had anything to drink at the cocktail bar, apart from two Shirley Temples – ginger ale, a bit of grenadine and a maraschino cherry. She’d always wanted to sample one, and tonight seemed to be the right time for trying new things. She thought he might laugh at her choice, but he hadn’t. Instead, he’d just ordered it for her, along with a glass of top shelf scotch whiskey.

She’d been right about him being tall, she now thought as she stood before the altar.

But how had they gotten from the cocktail bar to here?

It had seemed like the next logical step.

After she’d finished the two delicious Shirley Temples, they had strolled hand-in-hand along the strip – along with countless others. The casinos were lit up, carnival colors on some, compared to the elegant gold and silver lighting and illuminated displays on others, all contributing to the light-hearted, anything can happen here atmosphere.

And wedged into a tight space between two large casinos, had been a building designed to look like a peaches and cream wedding cake, with a frilly top tier sporting an ivory colored orchid.

24 HOUR WEDDINGS blazed the restrained neon peach lighting.

Garth had stopped and looked at her.

“What do you think?”

Tess had stared at him, then at the wedding chapel, and then back at him.

“Are you serious?” she finally managed to utter. This wasn’t a joke, was it? 

But her attraction to him was real – she knew that.

He’d looked at her, his eyes crinkling at the corners, a bolt of heat illuminating the dark brown depths, as he’d answered, “Yeah.”

Excitement zinged through her. To do something so crazy, so impulsive, on her first, and probably only trip to Vegas, was so unlike her usual self. 

And she wanted him.

Go for it. 

The whole process had been surprisingly easy. They’d entered the chapel, were directed to the marriage license bureau that was open until midnight – how convenient! – filled in the paperwork, and now here they were, about to get married.

To a man you don’t know.

She shoved that note of caution aside. Tonight was about celebrating life, not being wary of it. 

And she was going to celebrate it with Garth.

Their officiant was a kind-looking, middle-aged woman dressed in a neat pale blue suit, with platinum blonde hair tinged with a blue rinse. She should have looked ridiculous, but she didn’t.

“Do you, Teresa Jane Lockhart, take Garth Hunter to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

“I do.” Tess’s voice was just above a murmur.

“And do you, Garth Hunter, take Teresa Jane Lockhart to be your lawfully wedded wife?” 

“I do.” Garth’s voice was firm and clear.

After they were pronounced man and wife, the celebrant added with a smile, “You may kiss your bride.”

Tess’s heart thudded with anticipation. They’d held hands and touched during the evening but hadn’t kissed, until now.

For a crazy moment she wished she had a veil Garth could lift up.

But she stood before him in the same clothes she’d worn when she met him in the casino bar just hours ago – an emerald green wrap dress. 

He drew her into his arms, his eyes gleaming with desire. The soft touch of his lips on hers launched her senses into overdrive.

She curled her arms around his neck, kissing him back with a passion that surprised her.

Best decision ever.
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CHAPTER 2
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They hailed a cab as they walked out of the chapel, their arms around each other’s waist, as if they couldn’t bear to be even a quarter inch apart from each other.

“Where are you staying?” Garth asked, as he helped her into the taxi.

She named a mid-Strip hotel – it was the same hotel that had hosted the ranching seminar, and where she had met him.

“It’s closer than mine,” he informed her, giving the young surfer dude looking driver the hotel name.

He settled back next to her, his arm around her.

“I can’t believe we did that,” she confessed softly, wondering if he would say the same thing.

“But we did.” He caught her chin in his hand and kissed her gently. “It’s real.”

“Yes,” she whispered. Was she going to wake up in the next minute and discover it had all been a dream?

His next kiss convinced her it was totally real.

They had the elevator to themselves as they glided up to her room. The hallway was deserted as they walked towards her door, Garth’s steps brisk as if he couldn’t wait to get inside.

And what?

Make love to her?

What else would he do? They were married, after all.

Excitement swirled in her stomach at the thought of making love with her husband. If his kisses were anything to go by, then he knew exactly what he was doing in the bedroom department.

Her hand shook as she pushed the keycard into the door slot. The interior room light came on as the door swung open.

Suddenly she was in his arms, her feet dangling in the air.

“Garth!” She clutched his shoulders as he carried her into the room. His muscular frame seemed perfectly capable of carrying her a short distance.

She tried to see the room through his eyes. The king-sized bed, covered in a gold bedspread. Matching gold curtains, not drawn, so the neon lights of the Strip sparkled inside the room. The carpet was an attractive honey color, and the armoire, coffee table and TV stand were in matching mahogany.

He set her down gently on her feet by the window.

“It looks magical,” she said softly, looking down at the view, a part of her still unable to believe that this was really happening.

“Magical,” he repeated, wrapping an arm around her.

She glanced up at him, realizing he was looking at her, not the scenery of the Strip.

His scent, a whisper of citrus, enticed her. The whole evening had turned out to be some sort of fairy tale. And now she had her handsome prince – in her bedroom.

“Tess,” he murmured, tracing her cheek with his finger.

This felt so right, so perfect. She had only met him a few hours ago, but already she knew she’d never felt this way about another man.

“Kiss me,” she invited softly, a smile hovering on her lips.

His lips teased hers, the kiss growing more and more passionate, until he picked her up once more and strode to the bed. 

He turned back the covers, still holding her, then gently placed her on the bed. 

“My wife,” he murmured, his fingers sliding down the zipper at the back of her dress. The rasp echoed in the sensually charged atmosphere. Before she knew it, she was fully undressed, bare to his heated gaze. She watched him hastily shuck off his clothes, until he, too, was nude.

Her eyes widened as she took in his muscular frame, his large arousal obvious.

She had no time to be self-conscious, though. After he rummaged in his pants pocket for his wallet, and extracted a foil wrapped packet, he joined her on the bed.

Garth kissed and caressed her until she was breathless and clinging to him. 

“I need you, Tess,” he rasped, ripping open the foil packet.

“Yes,” she gasped, wanting more than anything to be one with this man – her husband.

He deftly sheathed herself, then thrust into her liquid heat – carefully at first, waiting until she adjusted to him. 

She sucked in a breath. It had been a while, but already a growing excitement quickened inside her. 

“I’m okay,” she whispered, looking into his eyes, wanting more of him – wanting all of him.

He kissed her passionately on the lips, then surged inside her, again and again, until they melded perfectly. 

Her husband, she thought dazedly as she exploded around
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